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Experiences of bias and discrimination remain pernicious obstacles for many individuals.
Both micro- and macro-level interventions are necessary to eliminate and/or mitigate these
negative experiences. This review focuses on micro-level interventions, specifically, five types
of compensatory strategies that targets can use to eliminate and/or mitigate the bias and
discrimination they experience. In this manuscript, we synthesize the research on humor,
avoidance, affiliation, enhancement, and social category label switching strategies; describe
identities with which the strategies could be used; and highlight strengths and weaknesses
of each of the strategies. Finally, we propose actionable directions for future research for
each of the compensatory strategies.

Research shows that employee discrimination remains
an intractable organizational issue (Avery, Volpone, &
Holmes, 2018; Cortina, Kabat-Farr, Leskinen, Huerta, &
Magley, 2013). For example, in 2017, 84,254 charges of
discrimination were filed with the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC) — nearly 4,000 more the
number of charges that were filed with the office in 1997
(U.S. Equal Employment Opportunity Commision, 2017).
Although the EEOC champions macrolevel interventions to
combat discrimination, people with marginalized identities
are often compelled to engage in various compensatory
strategies—defined as micro-level identity management
tactics that attempt to mitigate bias and discrimination due
to one’s social identities (e.g., Miller & Kaiser, 2001; Miller, Rothblum, Felicio, & Brand, 1995; Shelton, Richeson,
& Salvatore, 2005; Singletary & Hebl, 2009).
In their review of four compensatory strategies, Ruggs,
Martinez, and Hebl (2011) found that acknowledging one’s
readily observable stigma (e.g., race, physical disability),
disclosing one’s invisible stigma (e.g., sexual orientation,
prison record), increasing the positivity and friendliness
toward others (e.g., smiling more), and providing individuating information beyond the stereotypes about one’s group
(e.g., a gay male indicating that he has served in the military) all had varying degrees of effectiveness in mitigating
interpersonal discrimination. This review was a welcomed
first step in integrating important findings surrounding the
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efficacy of compensatory strategies. The challenge remains
that individuals can and do enact several additional compensatory strategies with little understanding or empirical
guidance as to the likely function and effectiveness of
those strategies (see Table 1). Thus, additional reviews of
research are needed, particularly considering the pernicious
and widespread negative outcomes that bias and discrimination have on societies, organizations, teams, and individuals. For example, bias and discrimination have been linked
to reduced job satisfaction, organizational commitment,
and job performance (Ensher, Grant-Vallone, & Donaldson,
2001; Jones, Peddie, Gilrane, King, & Gray, 2016; Madera,
King, & Hebl, 2012), and increased stress, identity threat,
turnover intentions, and incivility (Avery, McKay, Wilson,
& Tonidandel, 2007; Holmes, Whitman, Campbell, & Johnson, 2016; McKay et al., 2007; Rabelo & Cortina, 2013).
Although the onus of eradicating bias and discrimination should not be placed on the targets, considering their
negative outcomes, this research services individuals who
seek evidence-based solutions to mitigate or eliminate
individual instances of bias and discrimination. Further-

Corresponding author:
Oscar Holmes IV
227 Penn Street, Camden, NJ 08102
Email: Oscar.HolmesIV@rutgers.edu

http://scholarworks.bgsu.edu/pad/

Personnel Assessment and Decisions 	Compensatory Strategies to Mitigate Bias
TABLE 1.
Overview of Compensatory Strategies, Their Function, and Examples
Compensatory strategy

Function

Example of practical use to mitigate bias

Social category label

Recognizes that synonymous labels
As (an African American vs. a Black) woman, you
can activate different stereotypes. Thus,
should hire me because I can add unique insights to
people can strategically choose the more this organization.
positively valanced label to mitigate bias.
(Gay/lesbian vs. homosexual) people should have
the right to adopt children.
I was so excited when my (partner vs. boyfriend)
told me about this job opening, I have always
wanted to work for this company.

Humor

Attempts to mitigate bias and put people
at ease by bringing levity to potentially
tense racial interactions.

Of course, me—the Black guy—would be the only
one late to our team meeting!

Avoidance

Attempts to avoid or minimize
one’s connection with or interest
in a stigmatized identity to thwart
categorization.

White supervisor: Do you think our organization is
sufficiently diverse?
Hispanic subordinate: I do not spend much time
thinking about that. I think we should just hire the
best people for the job.

Enhancement

Highlights the positive aspects of
and advocates for an identity to shift
viewpoints, improve outcomes, and
mitigate bias.

Native American employee: Considering the history
of racism in this country, I think it is necessary
that our organization adopt a robust affirmative
action policy as research consistently highlights the
discrimination that racio-ethnic minorities face in
the job market.

Affiliation

Highlights commonalities with others
to reinforce a superordinate identity that
connects interaction partners to mitigate
bias.

I see that you are a Rutgers alum. As my résumé
indicates, I also graduated from there and thoroughly
enjoyed it. Where did you stay when you were
there? --Asian applicant in a job interview with a
White interviewer.

more, although overt discrimination has declined in recent
decades (Dovidio & Gaertner, 1986; McConahay, 1983;
Swim, Aikin, Hall, & Hunter, 1995), interpersonal discrimination (i.e., microaggressions, shortened interaction
length, decreased eye contact) has persisted (Hebl, Foster,
Mannix, & Dovidio, 2002; King & Ahmad, 2010; Ruggs
et al., 2011). Because these subtler forms of discrimination
are often difficult to detect and enact policy to mitigate, it
is important to identify the effectiveness of compensatory
strategies that targets might use. In the current manuscript,
we further this literature by (a) synthesizing the findings of
five compensatory strategies (e.g., humor, avoidance, enhancement, affiliation, and social category label switching),
(b) offering examples of identities with which the strategies
could be effective, (c) highlighting strengths and weaknesses of each of the strategies, and (d) offering possible direc-
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tions for future research (see Figure 1). We focus on these
five compensatory strategies because of their ease of use,
broad applicability to multiple identities, and because they
have yet to be integrated in a previous review.
Humor as a Compensatory Strategy
Smith, Harrington, and Neck (2000) defined humor as
any form of communication (e.g., joke, wit, pun, sarcasm,
nonverbal body language, etc.) that is intended to evoke
amusement or laughter. Martin, Puhlik-Doris, Larsen, Gray,
and Weir (2003) identified four types of humor: affiliative,
self-enhancing, aggressive, and self-defeating. They explained that affiliative humor attempts to “enhance one’s relationship with others in a way that is relatively benign and
self-accepting,” whereas self-defeating humor is “done at
the expense and detriment of the self,” which occurs when

2019 • Issue 2 • 23-34
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FIGURE 1.
Compensatory Strategy Theoretical Model

one engages in excessive self-deprecating jokes, situations,
or activities (Martin et al., 2003, p. 52; italics in original).
In contrast, self-enhancing humor attempts to improve one’s
relative standing over others but in a way that is “tolerant
and non-detrimental to others” whereas aggressive humor
does it in a way that is “hostile or denigrating towards others” (Martin et al., 2003, p. 52). Considering the multiple
ways humor can facilitate relationship building with others,
it is unsurprising that employees often use humor in organizations and empirical research supports this use (MacHovec,
1988). Although they issued the appropriate caveats (i.e.,
warnings against derogatory humor, etc.), Mesmer-Magnus,
Glew, and Viswesvaran (2012) found in their meta-analysis

25

2019 • Issue 2 • 23-34

that employee and supervisor use of humor in the workplace was positively related to performance, satisfaction,
cohesion, and well-being, and negatively related to burnout, stress, and withdrawal behaviors. Because relationship
maintenance and impression management are common
interpersonal goals (Bolino & Turnley, 2003), the strategic
use of humor has been documented across a broad range of
identities such as racio-ethnic, disability, obesity, pregnancy, gender, sexual orientation, marital status, and religion to
achieve these goals (Anesi, 2018; Bingham & Green, 2016;
Puhl & Brownell, 2006; Roberts, Cha, & Kim, 2014). Next,
we highlight some examples of how individuals might use
humor.

http://scholarworks.bgsu.edu/pad/
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In an effort to avoid the negative stereotypes of being
lazy and less competent, an obese employee might use
humor by volunteering to travel to an important client
and stating, “I can close that account, but just make sure
the secretary books me an aisle seat in economy plus and
rents me a full-size car this time. The last time I traveled,
I almost suffocated sitting in that basic coach window seat
and that tiny economy car rental!” Additional research has
revealed that disabled people often strategically employ
humor to make people comfortable with their disability and
to curtail the bias and discrimination they might experience
(Anesi, 2018; Bingham & Green, 2016). Despite the gratuitous nature of the information, in her TED talk, Sheena
Iyengar, who is blind, evoked laughter from her audience
when she told them to raise their hands in response to her
questions only if they wanted to burn off calories. As a final
example of the humor strategy, imagine the stereotype-confirming situation when a Black employee arrives late again
to his staff meeting. To break the tension, he jokingly
states, “You know Black people are always on CP [colored
people] time—it’s cultural!” and the room erupts in laughter as he takes his seat. As we have demonstrated that there
is a wide array of ways in which humor can be employed
colloquially, we now turn to a discussion of how it has been
discussed in prior academic literature.
Some studies have found gender, racial, and sexual
identity differences in the use of humor. For example, Puhl
and Brownell (2006) found that 79% of women and 91% of
men in their study used humor to cope with the stigma of
obesity when interacting with others. Hay (2000) found that
women employed humor to initiate or maintain in-group
solidarity almost two times as often as men. In their study,
Smith et al. (2000) found no gender differences but that
people were more likely to use humor to resolve conflict if
they were similar in race and seniority as their interaction
partners. Likely due to concerns of their not being taken
seriously, African Americans were least likely to use humor
to resolve conflicts whereas Asian and Hispanic Americans
used humor at slightly lower rates than White Americans
(Smith et al., 2000). In an effort to understand whether
gender impacted the effects that humor has on outcomes,
Evans, Slaughter, Ellis, and Rivin (2019) found in their
experimental study that using humor increased men’s, but
decreased women’s, status, performance, and leadership
ratings in comparison with their same-gender counterparts.
While studying Black medical school students, Roberts and
colleagues (2014) found that those who employed racial
humor strategies experienced lower levels of depression
and intentions to quit medical school and higher levels of
medical career commitment. Willard (2010) found that 70%
of LGBTQ people thought humor was an effective way to
come out, decrease anxieties, raise awareness, and provide
support. Interestingly, the participants reported using humor
at work (more than any other location) to deal with hetero-
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sexism (Willard, 2010). Furthermore, Willard reported that
LGBTQ people used humor, oftentimes as come backs or to
de-escalate a potentially dangerous situation; that transgender people used humor more often than gay, lesbian, bisexual, or queer people; and that younger LGBTQ people used
humor more often than older LGBTQ people.
If individuals decide to use humor, they should include
their interaction partner in on the humor as much as possible. In her study, Bing (2004, p. 28) found that inclusive humor defined as “humor that makes fun of absurd attitudes,
ideas, beliefs, and systems” that keep one group subordinate
to others was ultimately more effective than divisive humor
(e.g., humor that attacks others) because it highlights problems but still facilitates the amusement of both in-group and
out-group members. Across several experimental studies,
Bitterly, Brooks, and Schweitzer (2017) found that although
people rated those who used humor (regardless of whether
it was appropriate or successful) as more confident than
those who did not, people only benefitted (e.g., increased
status, competence, and likelihood of being selected as a
leader) when their jokes were appropriate and successful
(e.g., resulted in laughter). Telling inappropriate jokes actually reduced status and competence ratings, although if they
still elicited laughter from others this penalty was reduced
(Bitterly et al., 2017).
A strength of using humor as a compensatory strategy
is that it can be especially helpful in diffusing tense, awkward, or stressful identity-based situations in a nonthreatening manner that protects the relationship between the target
of bias and his/her interaction partner (Ashforth, Kreiner,
Clark, & Fugate, 2007). Another strength is that it can put
people at ease with the identity in question by signaling
that the target is not that “serious” or “uptight” about their
identity group or the evoked identity threat (Holmes et al.,
2016; Roberts, Cha, & Kim, 2014).
Despite its broad use and appeal, a drawback of enacting humor is that it can be risky (Malone, 1980). As a
complex form of communication, humor requires the enactor to have some degree of comedic skill and some shared
sensibilities and contextual understandings between the
enactor and the audience in order to avoid harm (Malone,
1980; Romero & Cruthirds, 2006; Smith et al., 2000). To
this point, Willard’s (2010) LGBTQ participants recognized
that humor is not always appropriate to use, as nearly 23%
thought that homophobia and heterosexism were offenses
too serious to use humor and that using humor with these
offenses could lead to more negative outcomes. In addition
to the relational risks, employing humor can lead to other
unintentional outcomes. For example, Coser (1960) found
that the hierarchical power structure was still maintained
when subordinates used humor to express aggression (i.e.,
masked hostility) toward their superiors to satisfy their own
immediate psychological needs instead of challenging superiors to engage in any serious work to upend the status quo.
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More recently, Bing (2004) argued that humor can sustain
the social hierarchy and reinforce the status quo as telling
jokes can evoke stereotypical scripts and inherently signals
status.
Avoidance as a Compensatory Strategy
Avoidance (sometimes referred to as social distancing)
is another compensatory strategy that people can employ
to preempt or mitigate bias and discrimination (Cooper &
Jones, 1969). This strategy entails people intentionally engaging in behaviors that reduce the salience of their stigmatized identities by evading, to the extent possible, conversations, activities, and appearances related to their identities
(Roberts et al., 2014). Like humor, avoidance can be employed by people from a variety of different identity groups
(e.g., racio-ethnic, religion, gender, sexual orientation,
obesity, disability, etc.). For example, a gay employee who
walks in on his coworkers casually conversing about their
weekends might refrain from entering the conversation or
proactively steer the conversation away from talking about
significant others. This example references an avoidance
strategy rather than a concealment strategy because, in our
example, the gay employee is “out” to his colleagues, but
he is simply uncomfortable or perceives that his coworkers might react negatively if he talks about his significant
other. A Hispanic attorney who tries not to draw attention
to her ethnicity and gender by choosing not to be involved
with the mentoring programs for Hispanic and female junior associates at her firm is another example of using an
avoidance strategy. Although neither of the individuals have
to deny or conceal their identities in these examples, their
decision to use an avoidance strategy can be rooted in their
desire to maintain social harmony or not to have others
categorize them around those identities (Arnett & Sidanius,
2018).
In their meta-analysis, Suls and Fletcher (1985) found
that avoidance generally allowed people to cope positively
with stress in the short run, but if the stressor persisted,
then attending to the stressor was a superior approach to
take. Unsurprisingly, more recent research has found that
avoidance leads to decreased relational satisfaction when
the avoidance is long term, but satisfaction decrements are
largely absent with short-term avoidance use (Dailey &
Palomares, 2004). These results are in line with a study that
Roberts et al. (2014) conducted of Asian journalists that
found that using an avoidance strategy lowered the journalists’ perceived career success, an attitudinal outcome that
takes into account one’s long-term perceptions. However,
an earlier study did not find long-term negative effects of
using an avoidance strategy. In their study, Roberts, Settles,
and Jellison (2008) found that although avoidance was not
positively related to outcomes like depression, intention to
quit, and medical career commitment, it did no harm to the
medical students who used this strategy. Considering these
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mixed findings, it suggests that negative outcomes with
long-term use of the avoidance strategy depends on the
context. For example, there is evidence that obese people,
particularly women, use an avoidance strategy (e.g., not
going to a gym or using a trainer, etc.) to mitigate bias they
perceive they will encounter despite the fact that physical
exercise might reduce their stigmatization in the long run
(Packer, 1989). In this case, the obese person might successfully thwart short-term bias by avoiding those activities
that would make her weight even more salient. However,
she could also hurt herself in the long run by avoiding
physical activities that could improve her health, mood, and
well-being.
There is a body of work that supports the idea that people make (positive/negative) assumptions about individuals
based on their associations with stigmatized others, which
leads to (positive/negative) outcomes for the associated person (Goffman, 1963; Hall, Avery, McKay, Blot, & Edwards,
2019; Hernandez et al., 2016; Sigelman, Howell, Cornell,
Cutright, & Dewey, 1991; Swim, Ferguson, & Hyers,
1999). One of the strengths of stigmatized people using an
avoidance strategy is that they can facilitate acceptance and
relationship building with others, particularly among biased
people or those who have stigma-by-association concerns
(Creary, Caza, & Roberts, 2015; Swim et al., 1999). Another strength is that inauthentic feelings and cognitive
resource depletion is reduced when one uses an avoidance
rather than concealment strategy because the former does
not require the individual to hide his/her identity (Roberts
& Creary, 2013). A final strength of the avoidance strategy
is that it can often be used without others’ knowledge, thus
reducing the chances of backlash from interaction partners
(Dailey & Palomares, 2004).
One of the drawbacks of using an avoidance strategy is that in their effort to eschew categorization, people
might forgo identity-based opportunities that could benefit
them personally and professionally. For example, Women
in STEAM, The PhD Project, the National Association
of Black Accountants, the Hispanic Bar Association, and
Asian American Journalist Associations are just a few organizations whose mission it is to provide professional development opportunities, mentoring, and support to members
of specific identity groups. Although this type of avoidance
might mitigate bias from out-group members, another
drawback is that it could foster resentment, mistrust, and
exclusion from in-group members (Butler, 1991; Wyatt
& Silvester, 2015). A final drawback with the avoidance
strategy is that individuals might subsequently learn that
their acceptance by and relationships with others were only
superficial, which could lead to their feeling betrayed, used,
and embarrassed (Holmes et al., 2016; Petriglieri, 2011).
Enhancement as a Compensatory Strategy
Similar to the previous two strategies, any stigmatized
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identity group member may use an enhancement compensatory strategy to mitigate bias. According to Roberts et
al. (2014, p. 530), enhancement “involves attempts to create more positive meanings around one’s [identity] group
through publicly embracing the identity, educating others
about the positive attributes of the identity, and advocating
on behalf of the group” (see also Bell & Nkomo, 2001;
Thomas, 1993). Consequently, individuals who employ enhancement strategies seek to provide their counterparts with
a view of the social identity that is more comprehensive
than what can be gleaned from stigmatizing societal stereotypes. For example, when a Black advertising executive
receives push back during her pitch for her organization to
create a Black History Month themed advertisement, she
reminds her colleagues of the invaluable contributions that
Black people have made to the country and argue that such
an ad would send a powerful message of valuing diversity
and inclusion not only to their clients but also to employees
like herself in the firm. As another example, a transgender
employee might persuade her company to adopt a policy
that requires employees to add their desired pronouns in
their email signatures to respect people’s preferred gender
identity and normalize the acceptance of nonbinary and
transgender identities in the workplace.
Perhaps, the most public display in recent history of a
high-profile person employing enhancement strategies occurred in the Obama administration. President Obama experienced swift negative backlash from many White Americans, yet ardent support from many African Americans and
other racio-ethnic minorities, when he made a statement
on racial profiling (e.g., enhancement strategy) in support
of the eminent African American Harvard professor, Henry
Louis Gates, Jr., who was arrested on the suspicion that he
was breaking into his own Cambridge home (Price, 2016;
Staff Reports, 2016). Just 6 months into his presidency, his
first public use of an enhancement tactic, according to a
Washington Post article, left “the lasting impression that the
president had stepped into a divisive racial debate for which
he was unprepared” and his “image as a racial healer never
recovered” (Staff Reports, 2016). Obama was again met
with mixed racio-ethnic support when he used an enhancement strategy while opining on Trayvon Martin’s murder
stating, “When I think about this boy, I think about my own
kids. If I had a son, he’d look like Trayvon” (Thernstrom,
2013). Like other compensatory strategies, these examples
highlight that depending on one’s perspective and relationship with the enactor, the use of enhancement strategies
can be met with both positive and negative outcomes simultaneously. Other research has found that some people
use enhancement strategies to take advantage of positive
stereotypes. For example, Oyserman and Sakamoto (1997)
has found that some Asian Americans emphasize their competence to fit the “model minority” expectations that others
have of them to thwart bias and advance professionally.
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Alternatively, to mitigate the bias they experience, some
women incorporate conventionally feminine attributes into
their masculine professional identities (Ely, 1995). Finally,
in another study surveying Asian journalists, Roberts and
colleagues (2014) found that enhancement was positively
related to self-rated perceptions of career success but only
when racial centrality was low. In the next sections, we examine strengths and weaknesses of this strategy.
Enhancement strategies may yield several downstream
advantages. First, using an enhancement strategy may increase feelings of authenticity and pride in one’s self and
others because enactors proactively defend their or others’
identities against threats and advocate on their own or others’ behalf. In turn, authenticity is associated with several
positive psychological outcomes including increased subjective well-being (Kifer, Heller, Perunovic, & Galinsky,
2013), self-esteem (Kernis & Goldman, 2006), and positive affect (Gino, Kouchaki, & Galinsky, 2015). Another
strength is that counterparts typically feel closer and more
intimate with individuals who disclose personal information about their “true” selves (Phillips, Rothbard, & Dumas,
2009; Roberts, 2005), so enhancement strategies that emphasize stigmatized social identities may help individuals
form bonds with nonstigmatized coworkers in organizations. A final strength of using enhancement strategies is
that they can also lead to positive macrolevel outcomes. In
their groundbreaking study exploring how cultural diversity
impacted work group functioning in three different professional services firms, Ely and Thomas (2001) found that
although each diversity perspective led firms to increase
their workforce diversity, only the integration-and-learning
perspective achieved sustained positive changes to the work
groups’ processes, innovation, and productivity.
Enhancement strategies may also yield several downstream disadvantages. For example, although nonstigmatized individuals may be more positive and politically
correct around individuals who emphasize a stigmatized
identity (Barron, Hebl, & King, 2011), they may privately hold negative thoughts about these individuals and be
frustrated about their inability to publicly express them
(Apfelbaum, Sommers, & Norton, 2008; Trawalter, Adam,
Chase-Lansdale, & Richeson, 2012). Another drawback of
using an enhancement strategy is that it can create overt
backlash. In addition to the kind of backlash that President Obama experienced, research has also found that
White Americans directed more prejudice toward strongly
identified racio-ethnic minorities rather than their weakly
identified counterparts (Kaiser & Pratt-Hyatt, 2009). A final
drawback of the enhancement strategy is that individuals
who are too preoccupied with proving the positive aspects
associated with their stigmatized identity might become
cognitively taxed from this preoccupation, and their performance may ultimately suffer on workplace tasks (Steele,
1997).
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Affiliation as a Compensatory Strategy
Because strong professional bonds serve as foundations of social capital and networks that can facilitate career advancement (Ibarra, 1995), individuals may mitigate
bias by attempting to affiliate with nonstigmatized others
or other superordinate identities. Like the aforementioned
strategies, any social identity member can use an affiliation
strategy. Affiliation entails individuals’ attempts to highlight commonalities with others to elevate the salience of
their common identities (Roberts et al., 2014). These efforts
can involve focusing conversations on shared interests and
experiences with others. For example, an employee who is
one of few Muslims in an office might frequently evoke her
departmental identity and values or talk about her affinity
for the local professional athletic teams when conversing
with her colleagues. A gay employee with children might
choose to affiliate with coworkers based on their shared
parental identity and a Hispanic employee might often reference his alma mater that he shares with many of his office
colleagues. Because people are made up of multiple identities, affiliation allows people to strategically draw on their
other identities as needed to eschew bias (Shih, Young, &
Bucher, 2013).
It seems the importance of one’s identity influences
the frequency with which one uses an affiliation strategy.
Roberts and colleagues (2014) found that people were most
likely to use affiliation in employment settings when their
racial identity centrality was low, and their professional
identity centrality was high. Despite its putative benefit
to create greater cohesion with others, interestingly, affiliation was not related to employees’ job satisfaction, life
satisfaction, or perceived career success (Roberts et al.,
2014). Additional research suggests that employees who
opt to frequently use an affiliation strategy might perceive
themselves to be the target of discrimination less often than
those who opt to maintain the salience of their own stigmatized identities (Chattopadhyay, Tluchowska, & George,
2004; Major et al., 2002). It is important to note that this research does not argue that they objectively experience less
discrimination but rather their status justifying beliefs allow
them to more easily miss, discount, or rationalize away experiences and interactions that others might interpret as bias
or discrimination (Major et al., 2002). Ironically, high status
individuals also enact affiliation strategies to mitigate bias.
Across five studies, Arnett and Sidanius (2018) found that
people who attended elite universities opted to conceal this
information in favor of affiliating on an identity of similar
status (e.g., hometown, major, etc.) when they interacted
with someone who attended a lower status university in order to maintain social harmony.
Research has long established that finding commonality with others increases interpersonal liking and influence
(Cialdini & Goldstein, 2004), thus using an affiliation strategy has several strengths. First, building strong interper-
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sonal relationships with colleagues satisfies belongingness
needs, which should, in turn, put stigmatized individuals at
ease and enhance their well-being and motivation at work
(Heaphy & Dutton, 2008). Second, individuals who choose
an affiliation strategy typically have more direct contact
with outgroup members, which can be an effective means to
reduce bias and improve attitudes toward their stigmatized
group as a whole (Allport, 1954; Pettigrew & Tropp, 2006).
Finally, focusing on similarities and a common superordinate identity may improve perceptions of “fit” between
interaction partners in professional settings, which may be
particularly valuable in careers where certain groups are severely underrepresented (e.g., women, African Americans,
Hispanics in STEM fields, etc.).
Despite these strengths, there are also drawbacks of
using an affiliation strategy. Similar to the other strategies,
affiliation may involve acculturating to the dominant group,
and such efforts can lead to feelings of inauthenticity, which
has been linked to adverse psychological outcomes (Gino
et al., 2015). Additionally, affiliation efforts may lead disadvantaged group members to perceive less inequity than is
actually present and subsequently withdraw their efforts to
combat bias and discrimination (Dovidio, Gaertner, Ufkes,
Saguy, & Pearson, 2016; Saguy, Tausch, Dovidio, & Pratto,
2009). Last, persistent attempts to affiliate might ultimately
reduce task performance if individuals avoid drawing upon
their diverse identities and experiences to innovate, solve
complex problems, or enter new markets or partnerships
(Ely & Thomas, 2001; Roberson, Holmes, & Perry, 2017).
Social Category Label Switching as a Compensatory
Strategy
Unlike the previously reviewed strategies that can
be employed by a broad range of social identity group
members, social category label (SCL) switching is only
applicable to social identities that have synonymous labels
(e.g., Black vs. African American, gay vs. homosexual,
etc.). For example, an entrepreneur pitching her new startup to investors might choose to say, “it is the first African
American-owned” rather than “first Black-owned.” A client in a retail store who needs to find the right dress for an
important gala might ponder several options before asking
the store clerk, “Because I’m overweight, would these
dresses work for me?” instead of “Because I’m fat, would
these dresses work for me?” As a final example, an attorney
introducing her husband to her firm’s partners might say,
“he’s an administrative assistant” rather than “he’s a secretary” when asked what he does. Despite the fact that social
identity labels can be interchangeable, SCL switching can
mitigate bias because research has revealed that stereotypes
that are associated with synonymous labels can vary in significant ways (Crawford, Brandt, Inbar, & Mallinas, 2015;
Hall, Phillips, & Townsend, 2015; Rios, 2013; Smith, Murib, Motta, Callaghan, & Theys, 2017). Because the labels
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sound differently, they can activate different stereotypes,
which could lead to different attributions (Koch, Luft, &
Kruse, 2005; Vakoch & Wurm, 1997; Wurm & Vakoch,
1996). This simple strategic interchange may suppress stereotype activation and application among people enough to
favorably impact the strategy user, or at least mitigate unfavorable reactions. This is important considering research
confirms that even unconscious biased thoughts and stereotypes can influence individuals to make biased and discriminatory decisions (Kunda & Spencer, 2003; Segrest Purkiss,
Perrewé, Gillespie, Mayes, & Ferris, 2006).
Although SCL switching is widely used, less is known
about its effectiveness as a compensatory strategy. Fairchild
(1985) found that White respondents ascribed the traits
loud, lazy, and rude more often to “Blacks” than “Afro
Americans.” More recently, Hall and colleagues (2015)
found that the label “Black” contained lower status, positivity, competence, and warmth perceptions than the label
“African American,” which ultimately led Whites to view
a criminal suspect more negatively when he was identified
as Black rather than African American. In fact, Hall and
colleagues’ research also found that U.S. newspaper articles
that described suspects as Black had a more negative (specifically angry) emotional tone than when suspects were
described as African American.
The SCL effect has also been studied in relation to
sexual orientation (e.g., homosexual, gay, lesbian, etc.).
Similar to racio-ethnic labels, these terms have also risen
and fallen in preference over time (Herek, 1998). In testing
the SCL effect, Rios (2013) found that right wing authoritarians (RWAs) reduced their anti-gay attitudes when they
were presented with the label “gay men and lesbians” rather
than “homosexuals.” Yet, across 23 studies, Crawford et
al. (2015) failed to replicate these findings and in two cases found significant results in the opposite direction, thus
concluding that RWAs responded equally to the two labels.
Lending some support to Rios’ original findings, Smith and
colleagues (2017) tested a three-way interaction among
right wing authoritarianism, born again status, and social
category label, and found that people were more often opposed to policy questions on the American National Election Study (ANES) when they were labeled as homosexual
policies versus gay and lesbian policies. Finally, extending
the SCL effect to the context of synonymous gay romantic
labels (introducing a romantic partner as one’s “boyfriend”
vs. one’s “partner”), we found limited support for the
SCL effect across several of our own unpublished studies.
Although two studies showed that the partner label was
viewed more positively in terms of warmth and competence
judgments when respondents’ social dominance orientation
was taken into account, the remaining nine studies either
found no significant differences between the labels or were
in the opposite direction we hypothesized (i.e., boyfriend
was favored over partner).1 Taken together, these studies
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suggest that although the SCL effect is more straightforward with racio-ethnic SCLs, its effect is more complex
when it comes to sexual orientation SCLs considering how
they interact with certain individual difference variables.
Research shows people respond more negatively to others when they perceive others are attempting to strategically
manipulate them (Bolino, Long, & Turnley, 2015; Whitson,
Wang, Kim, Cao, & Scrimpshire, 2015). A strength of SCL
switching is the facility of its use and its ability to often
go undetected as a compensatory strategy. Ironically, its
facility and ability to go undetected are also drawbacks of
SCL switching. This is the case because people can also
strategically employ SCL switching to increase the negative
stereotypes that might be actived when they reference others. For example, knowing that the Black SCL evokes more
criminality stereotypes than the African American SCL,
police officers, prosecutors, and journalists with malevolent
intentions can opt for the former label to influence others’
perceptions of suspects. Another drawback of SCL switching is that the need to be aware of which label to use can increase cognitive stress beyond the existing stress associated
with expectations of bias and discrimination. Furthermore,
the SCL that mitigates discrimination might not be the most
accurate or preferred label by the targets of discrimination,
which could increase their feelings of inauthenticity and
identity threat (Holmes et al., 2016). For example, although
U.S.-born African Americans are also Black, technically,
non-U.S.-born Blacks are not African Americans (e.g., Haitians, Nigerians, Dominicans, etc.). In the next section, we
highlight directions for future research for these five compensatory strategies.
				
Future Research Directions
As the case with many studies, the compensatory strategy research can benefit from including longitudinal study
designs in order to examine specifically how strategies
are linked to long-term outcomes. For example, although
President Obama experienced swift backlash when he used
an enhancement strategy, he was still able to gain enough
White voter support to win re-election in 2012. So, although it is evident that there are proximal outcomes with
compensatory strategies, theory and empirical research are
limited in explaining time horizon outcome effects of compensatory strategies. Situational judgment tests and daily
diary method designs would also be a welcomed addition
to the compensatory strategy literature. Considering the
mixed findings across the literature, variety of study designs
employed (e.g., experimental, field, etc.), and diversity of
social identities involved, a meta-analysis would be helpful
to build theory and empirically test important main effects
and moderators. In the same vein of calling for more com1

Data available from first author upon request.
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plex theorizing and study designs, future research should
examine curvilinear effects with compensatory strategy use.
Currently, this research is dominated by investigations of
linear effects, but it is likely that there are critical inflection
points. For example, using affiliation, humor, enhancement,
and avoidance strategies might all be positive up to a certain point, then their continued use might become negative.
Additionally, future research should examine the effectiveness of specific constellations of compensatory strategy use. Currently, the strategies are often investigated in
isolation; however, it is likely that individuals use multiple
compensatory strategies simultaneously. Although some
of these strategies are incongruent (e.g., enhancement and
avoidance), others are quite complementary (e.g., affiliation, humor, and enhancement). Future research should also
identify important moderators that affect the compensatory
strategy–outcome relationship from the enactor and interaction partner perspective. For example, political skill and
emotional intelligence are likely individual differences that
greatly increase the efficacy of employing compensatory
strategies, particularly riskier ones like humor and enhancement.
The mixed research findings suggest that SCL switching may be a more effective compensatory strategy within
specific contexts (racio-ethnic labels rather than sexual
orientation labels, etc.), yet the boundaries of its effectiveness are still unknown, thus presenting a ripe avenue for
future research. First, researchers should clarify the ways in
which contextual (e.g., work vs. nonwork) and individual
difference moderators (e.g., RWA, SDO, etc.) influence the
effects of different labels on perceptions of a group and the
mechanisms through which they occur. Second, management research would benefit from an understanding of how
the associated stereotype content embedded within different
SCLs impact the career outcomes (e.g., hiring, promotion)
and workplace interactions (e.g., cohesion, conflict) of targets and nontargets of discrimination. Finally, Galinsky et
al. (2013) theorized a model of reappropriation, or “taking
possession of a slur previously used exclusively by dominant groups to reinforce a stigmatized group’s lesser status”
(p. 2020) to challenge the negative associations of the label.
Future research is needed to determine whether the frequency of more stigmatized SCL use is significantly related to
decreases in the label’s negative stereotypes content (e.g.
frequently using Black in positive ways to abate its negative connotation). Finally, few researchers have investigated
stereotype embeddedness as it relates to the SCL effect with
other important social category groups. Investigating the
SCL effect in other identity labels such as Hispanic/Latino/
a/x, Miss/Ms./Mrs., janitor/custodian, stripper/go-go dancer, illegal alien/undocumented immigrant, prostitute/escort
would be informative in extending this literature and testing
important boundary conditions.
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Conclusion
The onus to eliminate bias and discrimination should
not fall solely on the targets of bias and discrimination.
Nonetheless, considering the negative impact that bias
and discrimination exact on those who experience it, it is
important that scholars investigate microlevel strategies
to provide individuals with evidence-based conclusions of
their efficacy. In this review, we synthesized the research
on five compensatory strategies, provided examples of
how they can be used to mitigate bias, highlighted their
strengths and weaknesses, and proposed directions for future research. As other researchers have found (Ruggs et al.,
2011), our review suggests that these compensatory strategies have the potential to reduce bias and discrimination.
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